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power. Each defeat which it suffered diminished its repu-
tation and thereby weakened it; but the more that reputa-
tion was impaired by successive defeats, the less likely it
was that the head of this unusual state would sign a treaty
which admitted his defeat. Once he had made such an
admission, the state would have disappeared together with
the reputation upon which it was based; and the peace
which he had signed would not have had the slightest
value.
At Frankfurt in November, the Allies, not knowing
whether they would be able to cross the Rhine, had let it
be understood, without making any definite promises, that
they would be prepared to allow France to keep her natural
boundaries. But if he had been able to hold the Rhine,
Napoleon would not have been satisfied with those boun-
daries. He would have asked for greater concessions in
order to strengthen as much as possible the reputation of
his extraordinary power. However, Napoleon had lost the
river. Once the Allies had crossed the Rhine and recon-
quered the German territory on the left bank, they were
no longer in a position to offer France her natural boun-
daries; Austria and Prussia would have incurred rebellions
at home. Napoleon, on the other hand, after having lost
the Rhine, had to demand at least the natural boundaries
as the price of peace. If he had not, it would have been a
confession of defeat, and his strength would have evapo-
rated. The contradiction was insoluble. It had its roots in
the illegitimacy of Napoleon's government, in this novel
phenomenon which the Allies were unable to understand.
Fearful novelty: the allied armies were marching through
a waste land toward a peace which got farther away as they
advanced! Unable to understand this mirage, for which
they had no precedent, the allied sovereigns and their
ministers lost heart, slowed up their armies, and hesitated.
Talleyrand alone understood; peace could only be made
with a legitimate government. That was the crux of the
matter. But, since no one else realized it, what could he